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evolve harmoniously. French military leaders had been the
first to demand alliances with Poland, Czechoslovakia and
other East European countries. But gradually they had been
forced to come around to a less active conception of French
national defense.
The turn began as early as 1923, when French public
opinion compelled as patriotic a French leader as Raymond
Poincare to cut the term of military service from three years
to eighteen months. He reduced it again in 1928, this time
to one year. By 1930 the peace-time strength of the French
Army had been reduced to 20 divisions, compared with 42 in
1914. An exception to the general trend was the lengthening
of the term of service to two years in March 1935 (by a
coalition government under M. Flandin), as an offset to Ger-
many's denunciation of her disarmament obligations and her
reintroduction of conscription.  The reply was not sufficient
France continued to weaken progressively in relation to Ger-
many. The process was speeded up after the failure in March
1936 to take a strong stand against Germany's remilitariza-
tion of the Rhineland. General Gamelin was ready to risk a
showdown with Germany at that time; but the interim Sar-
raut cabinet then in office was weak (though M* Sarraut him-
self favored a strong stand).  This outstanding opportunity
to check Hitler was let slip. Partly, no doubt, as a result of
French and British weakness on this occasion, Belgium in the
autumn gave notice that henceforth she would follow a
course of complete independence and neutrality alike towards
France and England and towards Germany, This meant that